Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 30

Issue 1

Article 14

January 1997

Traveling New Waters: The Choise of Voice
Jessica Clefland

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Clefland, Jessica (1997) "Traveling New Waters: The Choise of Voice," Michigan Reading Journal: Vol. 30 :
Iss. 1 , Article 14.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol30/iss1/14

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

Traveling New Waters:
The Choice of Voice
ARTICLE BY JESSICA

CLELAND

"Above All Else, There Is A Voice."
On the opposite side of the board was the
answer,

Question: "You ask why I spend my life
writing? Do I find pleasure in it, and if not, is
it worthwhile?"
Answer: "I write only because there is a voice
within me that won't be still."

"I write only because there is a voice
inside me that won't be still." - Sylvia
Plath.

- Sylvia Plath

In the center of the board pieces of writing
hung that reeked of voice. I read a few of them
aloud. I talked of us having three voices speaking, writing, and an inner voice. I gave
specific examples of each and talked of the
uses of them. I questioned why voices were
censored and more devastating, why voices
were sometimes killed off entirely. To my
amazement, they spoke of times when
teachers overlooked their hand in the air
leaving them feeling unimportant. They
shared their mortification when teachers said,
"No. That's not the answer." Teachers yelling,
"Shut-up!" was also admitted as damaging.
Peer pressure and self consciousness were
blamed as well. Fascinating conversation.
Can't have understanding without it.
I spoke of differences between being in an
elementary classroom versus a secondary
classroom and the changes in voice from level
to level. They agreed, the older they get the
less voice they have. It's like a slow, agonizing
death.
To demonstrate how our voices change for
different audiences, I invited students to take
part in a role-playing activity. I modeled by
first taking part in one. I talked to them about
my morning and then moved on to explain to
a first grader how to share, helped an old lady
cross a road and finally, convinced a young

Testing the Water
We all know come September, ocean water
turns cold and uninviting, but instead of
shying away from a plunge that would wake
us all up, my students and I took to the
waves. One cloudy fall morning I began by
saying:
"Spend some time in your writing notebooks
exploring voice today. What does it mean to
you?" Students looked at me with
expressionless faces as if they had never
heard the word before. I stared back with an
equally expressionless face. They got the
picture. I wasn't going to explain it. Soon,
pencils and pens were skidding across crisp
white paper.
"Voice means you are saying what you
believe, you are standing up for yourself,"
commented one student.
"If we didn't have a voice, we wouldn't
understand each other," another one said.
I began telling what voice meant to me.
Focusing their attention on the large bulletin
board in our room was the first step. On one
side a question was presented:
"You ask why 1 spend my life writing?
Do I find pleasure in it? Is it worthwhile,
And more importantly, do I get paid for it,
and if not, is it worthwhile? - Sylvia Plath
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woman to buy a car. What fun. And even more
fun when the audience, my students,
identified how the tone of my voice changed in
each scene, how my voice slowed down and
sped up when I went from helping an old lady
to selling a car. The changes were evident to
students. I challenged them to tell me how
this could be transferred into their writing.
They answered, telling how when we write we
are writing to and for different people. And
they pointed out examples such as not
wanting to use harsh language or tones with
elderly people. Students had a ball roleplaying and after each volunteer we stopped to
discuss the changes in voice.
I ended this powerful session by reading
some poems by Angela Raymond, a student I
had last year and had again this year. I asked
the class what made her poetry so effective. It
was obvious to them. It was her voice. We
could hear her.

focus as a crucial part of any educational
endeavor . As I look back over the first few
months of school, it is clear that I had a focus,
voice. It was weaving naturally into everything
I did both in and out of the classroom. I hear
the voices of my students, and my own voice
saying this focus is worth the time it has been
given. Now feeling secure, I can take a few
more strokes.

Dead Fish
A rotting fish washed up onto the shores of
Mason Middle School this week. A substitute
teacher. But before we planned for a funeral
his/her voice was heard. The Oakland Press
was the grand recipient and publisher of the
choice words this fish had to share. They were
words that hurt us deeply, "Mason students
are animals. And, the administration has no
control." I thought it a perfect lesson to use on
voice, but before I even had an opportunity to
act on it, Dana Suggitt, an eighth grade
student of mine bowled me over in the hallway
waving the newspaper in my face. In her other
hand was a response letter she had written
with the intention of letting this substitute
teacher, who remains unknown to this day,
know that she had washed up on the wrong
shores. She explained to me that she wanted
to give this person a piece of her mind, but
she did not want to stoop to her level of name
calling and put downs. I was impressed by her
immediate and authentic reaction and chose
to use her as a mini-lesson and let her talk
about what she had done and why. Dana read
the editorial to the class. Students responded
orally. Then Dana read her letter. A lot of the
kids said they too would like to write a letter. I
suggested we put them in one big envelope
and send them to The Oakland Press to see if
any of them would be printed. Upon the
completion of the mini-lesson I said:
"Above all else, there is a (I paused for a
moment)"
"A voice," called Scott Petz from the back of
the room. Yes. A voice.

Listening to Other Sounds In the Sea
Getting our feet wet just wasn't enough. It
was time to listen to other sounds in the sea,
listen to other writers. Reading aloud pieces
that are full of voice is effective. I chose three
essays from What a Writer Needs by Ralph
Fletcher. One essay was written by a second
grader. We talked about taking lessons from
younger kids when it came to voice because
their voices have not been killed yet. I then
read a piece by a 12-year-old from New York
about her baby brother who wasn't born
totally healthy. She talked of her jealousies
when her mother spent a lot of time with him.
This led us to discuss how honesty brings out
voice. Finally I read an essay written by a
student who took on the voice of a mirror at a
Penn Gas Station. They were impressed with
the creativity of the essay and interested in
the fact that you could have fun with voice.
It's great to share and read pieces that have
voice but it's just as important to share pieces
that don't. Pick up your handy text book.
Read a few paragraphs. Believe me, they'll get
the point.

Beware: Shark-infested Waters
Who would have thought that teaching
voice might cost me my job. Obviously I didn't,
because the lesson learned was worth far

Coming Up For Air
Regie Routman, author of Invitations,
suggests reflection time as well as selecting a
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him that he was singled out as the one to
blame. They agreed and decided that was
good advice. Before they left, I warned them to
handle it responsibly and not do it during
class time or they were asking for trouble.
They assured me they wouldn't. They were off
and running.
Not two hours into the day, Morgan came
back to my room teary eyed. The hall monitors
had snatched all of the petitions from the
students and turned them into the assistant
principal. Word was he was fuming. He had
already called Morgan down to his office to
talk with her. She shared that he suggested
she had caused a disruption and claimed he
could suspend her for that. She was obviously
upset and asked my advice. Should she
continue the petition even though she had
been threatened or stop before she got into
any further trouble? I told her she had made
her point and should be proud of it. But as for
continuing, I said no. She felt better. So did I
until the assistant principal came marching
down to my room.
"Did you sign this petition?" he asked
expecting me to say no.
"Yes" I replied. And then it began, him
yelling at me in front of my kids about me
being unprofessional and so on. And all the
while I stayed calm as I knew my kids were
watching, listening. Needless to say, he was
not happy with me and in a later conversation
said I could lose my job over something like
this. It seemed a shame to me that I could
lose my job over teaching kids a powerful
lesson. The lesson was not to disrespect
someone, but to use your voice in a
responsible way. It's unfortunate that before
the kids even had a chance to present their
views, that their voices were cut short by a
more "authoritative voice." I was glad this
confrontation occurred outside my door as it
lent for another authentic moment in teaching
voice, effective voices are not always those
that are loud and irrational but more often
they are powerful when they are calm and
rational. Kim later pointed out in a reflection
letter,

more than what I get paid in a year. It was
Morgan who came to me that morning
followed closely by Trish and Amy. The clan. I
had known them for two years now, students
of mine, part of my poetry club, and friends.
They shared with me a petition they had
written to our assistant principal. The petition
was written in response to an incident that
occurred the day before. Another one of the
clan, Kim, had been expelled by the assistant
principal for coming to school with pink hair.
She could return as soon as it was washed
out.
The girls felt this was a violation of their
rights as people and a direct slam on their
individuality. After all, they were in middle
school, where the middle school concept is to
allow students to be who they are. The
petition addressed the issue that they weren't
allowed to be themselves, that the expulsion
of Kim was unfair, and that the school rule of
no hair dying was ridiculous. Their plan was
to circulate the petition, acquiring as many
signatures as they could from the student
body. Once they had as many signatures as
they felt they needed they were going to make
an appointment with the assistant principal to
present the petition to him.
They asked me to sign it as their supporter.
I'll never forget the moment. My sister, who is
also a teacher in the building, was there. She
said she couldn't sign it because it was her
first year teaching and she didn't want to
cause any waves. I respected her decision as
did the girls but I could see they were in
desperate need of someone who believed in
them, someone they could count on, someone
who was on their side. There was no one else
in the building they felt comfortable
approaching, and I had been the one who had
helped them to discover and use their voice.
And so I stood.
It wasn't one of those decisions I spent
hours contemplating. It was one that was
made quickly and for good reason. I was on
their side, supporting every word they had
written except two, the name of the assistant
principal to whom they addressed the petition.
I suggested that before they presented it to
him they remove his name because first of all
it was spelled wrong, and two, it would anger
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL
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Columbus Discovered The Ocean Blue
So they say. I can say I discovered voice. I
can claim my students did the same. Will
someone later try to steal my dream and say it
isn't so? Maybe enough proof has not been
laid out. Maybe the proof that has been is not
believable. Probably we have only skimmed
the surface of voice. Possibly there are many
more layers to be discovered. Hopefully I've
ventured far enough into Content Standard
Six - Voice, to provide students with the gear
they need to survive the rough seas ahead.
Surely when something or someone grabs
them from the depths below they won't be
afraid to scream. Frankly it doesn't matter if
Columbus discovered the ocean blue. What
matters is that he believes he did and didn't
hesitate to let everyone in on his
accomplishment. So, when you find yourself
drowning in the vast seas of teaching,
remember there is always a life jacket, always
a voice.

Once the assistant principal found out, he
went down to confront her about it, well
not only did he disrupt her class, he took
her out in the hall and yelled at her loud
enoughfor the surrounding classes to
hear. One of the comments he made was
that she was acting unprofessional.
Excuse me, but she is not the one who
disrupted anyone's class by doing some
unnecessary yelling. He basically told her
that it was not allowed of teachers to "take
sides" or stand up for what they believe in
the workplace."

The story continued to unravel for days, but
the most important lesson had already been
revealed, voice had reason. Each person had
their reasons for being involved and had
opportunity to use their voice at some point.
Whether they were effective or not can be
judged only by the person speaking. Morgan
sums up her experience,
"When you watch those kidnapping
scenes in movies and the kidnapper
shoves a gag in the victims mouth
attempting to silence the screams don't the
screams for help always become louder,
stronger and more determined? And that
is how it is with my voice. Go ahead try to
silence my voice, I will only become louder,
stronger and more determined."

Jessica Cleland is an eighth grade Language
Arts teacher at Mason Middle School in
Waterford, MI. Jessica is currently on leave to
work on her Ph.D. at Michigan State University.
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Kim and Morgan have taught me never to
fear dark waters where a lonely shark might
lurk. Instead I will scare them away with my
screams or outwit them with my silence.

MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL

69

VOLUME

30, No. 1 •

WINTER

1997

